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Tracing post-communist urban restructuring: 
Changing centralities in central and  
eastern European capitals

Rapid political and economic changes after the collapse 
of communism led to dynamic processes of urban re-
structuring in cities, replacing old patterns and models 
of growth with ones in which capital and the market 
economy were central to growth and development. The 
transformation towards a market economy and the rein-
troduction of land ownership required the establishment 
of a new and decentralised decision-making system, with 
direct consequences for cities’ structure and form. As part 
of these urban transformations, there were clear changes 
in location patterns of retail structures in cities, illus-
trating diverse patterns of post-communist cities’ spatial 
organisation. This article explores and provides insight 

into some special features of this transformation, both 
before and after the collapse of communism, in Bucharest, 
Budapest, Prague and Sofia. Examining these cities of-
fers an overview of post-communist spatial restructuring 
processes and explores their changing centralities, which 
ultimately led to fragmented cities and disintegrated ur-
ban fabric. This comparative study also outlines how dif-
ferent development patterns can arise in cities that shared 
a similar past.
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1 Introduction

The sudden transition from communism had a strong im-
pact on the dynamics and intensity of urban development 
in most central and eastern European cities. The reintroduc-
tion of ownership and privatisation were central factors that 
contributed to cities’ spatial restructuring (Harloe, 1996; Ne-
dovic-Budic et  al., 2006; Stanilov, 2007; Hoxha et  al., 2014; 
Tsenkova, 2014). The urban crisis that occurred as a result of 
this restructuring was continuous evolution and adaptation; it 
was not limited only to urban developments, but also involved 
broader political and socioeconomic aspects  (Koželj, 1992). 
These processes resulted in complex urban transformations, 
affecting employment, the housing market, investment and 
demographics in cities.

The growth of cities under communism resulted in territo-
rial expansion, but less physical change was seen in city cen-
tres (Musil, 1993). The urban transformations of post-commu-
nist cities reinforced these trends of spatial dispersion; cities 
continued to expand on their outskirts, further contributing 
to suburbanisation and peripheral development as a particular 
aspect of urban growth  (Koželj, 2007). This suburbanisation 
was shaped by political and economic factors (Kok & Kovacs, 
1999), and the growth of the urban fringes and the outflow 
of people to the periphery in cities in transition commenced 
shortly after  1990. The formation of a market economy, the 
growing interests of real estate developers and the planning 
initiatives of the municipalities neighbouring the capitals re-
sulted in the emergence of low-density neighbourhoods with 
single-family homes, which was a desirable housing choice 
for many  (Leetmaa  &  Tammaru, 2007). These new settle-
ment patterns impacted not only the housing market in cities, 
but also the social and spatial segregation of the city and its 
demographics. The emergence of informal settlements in the 
same period contributed further to problems of social exclu-
sion, housing provision and spatial planning (Tsenkova, 2010; 
Mandič & Filipovič Hrast, 2015).

In parallel with these spatial restructuring processes, the city 
centre was losing its housing function, becoming more of an 
attraction than a living space (Kádár, 2013). At the same time, 
the periphery gained appeal through commercial activities in-
troduced to accommodate local residents’ needs. As a result, 
the transformation of retail structures in cities emerged as a 
central aspect of the transformation  (Sykora, 1998; Sailer-
Fliege, 1999; Hirt & Kovachev, 2006; Stefanovska & Koželj, 
2012). In this context, the periphery proved to be a better 
location for these new programmatic structures, adding new 
appeal to new parts of the city. The new centralities, or places 

where large agglomerations of offices and commercial build-
ings are located, concentrated consumer services and created 
new forms of urban entities. Although peripheral, these new 
centralities were not separate from the old city centre; they 
coexisted with them, which was possible in part because of 
the increased connectivity between the city centre and its 
outskirts.

New decision-making processes in post-communist planning 
certainly facilitated these changes, ultimately transforming the 
urban landscapes and the perception of cities. The changes 
in urban planning were a fundamental drive for the spatial 
transformations in cities. Planning became a developer- and 
market-driven process, which was often too difficult to con-
trol, further contributing to the crisis in planners’ legitima-
cy (Kos, 2010). Furthermore, the centralised planning system 
under communism was replaced with a decentralised one, giv-
ing power to local government through a series of legislative 
changes, contributing to spatial disorder and uneven urban 
development (Tsenkova, 2011).

This article reports on the location patterns of centralities as 
part of the urban restructuring of post-communist European 
cities. The term centrality refers to a concentration of com-
mercial activities and central city functions that draw large 
amounts of people to a certain location. A comparative study 
was carried out to analyse the characteristics, evolution and the 
location patterns of centralities built before and after the col-
lapse of communism in Bucharest, Budapest, Prague and Sofia.

The main objective is to highlight the spatial restructuring 
of cities, drawing relationships among the location patterns 
of centralities, urban planning processes and their dynamics. 
Studying these aspects contributes to a better understanding 
of urban transformation processes after the collapse of com-
munism, emphasising spatial restructuring through changing 
centralities. The central research questions are: What are the 
location patterns of centralities in these cities before and after 
communism? What drove the emergence of centralities in the 
post-communist context?

Section one briefly reviews urban transformation in central 
and eastern European capitals. Section two examines spatial 
restructuring and centralities built under communism in the 
four cities by studying their location patterns. Section three 
outlines some aspects of post-communist urban transforma-
tions by studying emerging centralities and location patterns. 
The final section offers concluding remarks on the changing 
centralities and their location patterns before and after the 
change, outlining similarities and differences in their disper-
sion patterns.
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2 Spatial restructuring of cities under 
communism

Under communism, cities developed growth patterns as a re-
sult of the centralised organisation of the state. Under such 
organisation, a distinctive feature of cities was the abolition 
of private ownership  (Szelenyi, 1996; Musil, 2005), which 
fundamentally influenced cities’ planning and development.

During this period, the share of urban population grew and 
capital cities increased in population. This was a result of the 
urbanisation policies and strategies of the communist organi-
sation of the state, which included comprehensive planning 
and distribution of industries in cities  –  an integral element 
in the development of communist societies (Musil, 1980). Un-
der communism, Bucharest grew by 312% and Sofia by 228%, 
and Prague and Budapest grew by  129% and  123%, respec-
tively  (World population prospects, 2008). To accommodate 
these growing populations, housing estates were built on 
the cities’ outskirts, resulting in larger urban territories and 
fundamentally different spatial configurations. Prefabricated 
construction accelerated peripheral development, creating 
high-density neighbourhoods and alleviating housing short-
ages. The absence of a property market and the existence of a 
centrally controlled planning system impacted urban develop-
ment patterns, making these transformations possible.

Urban planning was reduced to fulfilling centrally coordinated 
state ideologies (Maier, 1998; Golubchikov, 2004). During this 
period, urban planning operated in a system in which the land 
was nationalised and the central governments were responsible 
for decision-making at all levels, ultimately leading to highly 
controlled urban development. As a result, planning decisions 
made at the central level were intended to shape a concept of 

centralities that was based on ideas of a city with secondary and 
tertiary centres. Nevertheless, these visions were almost never 
realised because throughout the period the main focus was on 
housing in cities, accommodating their population growth and 
increasing urbanisation at the national level. Such decisions 
were critical in establishing a monocentric city with a strong 
centre that housed all the city’s functions.

The communist-era retail centres in Bucharest, Budapest, 
Prague and Sofia were either closely linked to the city centres 
or in them (Figure 1). Their location was state-controlled and, 
like other urban properties, they were also state-owned. The 
four cities illustrate localised dispersion patterns of centralities 
built before 1989, which were very few and limited in number, 
and were located close to the topographical and historical city 
centres. As a result of these trends, the consumer patterns in 
these cities were also localised and highly controlled, together 
with goods sold in them. Nevertheless, the buildings were mas-
terpieces of communist architecture and thinking (Figure 2).

The Kotva department store built in Prague between  1966 
and  1974 was the first department store built under com-
munism in Prague  (Figure  2c). When completed, it was also 
the largest department store in Czechoslovakia. Kotva exem-
plified communist architecture, built from hexagonal prisms 
stacked on top of each other, and its dynamic façade is an 
outstanding example of brutalism. The building was built us-
ing raw industrial materials such as iron, glass and concrete 
and, although located in the city’s historic neighbourhood, 
its complex structure stands out boldly. Shortly after its open-
ing, the building became a city icon and the building now 
has protected status. The second department store built under 
communism in Prague was My on National Avenue (Národní 
třída). Built in 1978, My is also a prime example of  1970s 
Czech architecture and also has protected status. Unlike 
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Figure 1: Centralities built before 1989 in a) Bucharest, b) Budapest, c) Prague and d) Sofia (illustration: Jasna Mariotti).

Note: All cities are shown at the same scale and their current administrative and planning area is outlined. These drawings also show the 
current metro lines in these cities, their historical city centres and the centralities built under communism.
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Kotva, its structure is rather simple and linear, but it still has 
outstanding qualities. The Unirea shopping centre in Bucha-
rest (Figure 2a), built in 1976 and expanded in 1989, was the 
largest department store in communist Romania. Although 
this Romanian shopping centre was built in the city centre 
and on Union Boulevard (Bulevardul Unirii), a powerful axis 
created to accommodate Ceauşescu’s grandeur vision for Bu-
charest, Unirea does not share the character of the surrounding 
buildings. It was nevertheless an influential example of Roma-
nian consumerism in both its size and appearance. The original 
Unirea building had large windows, but these cannot be seen 
today because they are covered by billboards, which make the 
original structure barely visible. The Central Department Store 
in Sofia opened in 1957 and was a monument of communist 
consumerism in Bulgaria  (Figure  2d). It was built on one of 
the city’s main axes and it is a monumental building symbolis-
ing Sofia’s modernisation, dominating the city centre with its 
size and footprint. Although they have been transformed and 
sometimes expanded, these shopping centres are still a power-
ful presence in the urban fabric of Bucharest, Budapest, Prague 
and Sofia; their appearance and authoritative footprints docu-

ment patterns of communist consumerism in a city meant for 
socialist men.

3 Post-communist urban 
restructuring: Changing centralities

The urban transformations of post-communist cities are a 
result of complex social, economic, cultural and political 
changes. At the background of these processes was privatisa-
tion  (Stark, 1992; Clapham, 1995; Markuse, 1996; Grime, 
1999; Stanilov, 2007; Sendi, 2013), or property restitution, 
which changed the market and, arguably, conditions for urban 
development. These transformation processes resulted in the 
triumph of neoliberalism in post-communist cities’ develop-
ment patterns (Sailer-Fliege, 1999; Smith & Rochovska, 2007; 
Golubchikov & Phelps, 2009). The post-communist transfor-
mation of Bucharest, Budapest, Prague and Sofia took place 
through densification of the urban fabric and was achieved 
through a continual increase in homes, offices, and shopping 
centres.

a b
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Figure 2: Centralities built before 1989 in a) Bucharest, Unirea, 1976 (1989), b) Budapest, Skala Metro, 1984, c) Prague, Kotva, 1966–1974, and 
d) Sofia, Central Department Store, 1957 (2000) (photo: Jasna Mariotti).
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Since the collapse of communism, the housing stock in the four 
cities has been constantly increasing (Table 1). The continually 
growing numbers of homes in these cities infilled empty areas, 
although their populations in the same period changed at a 
different pace. Between  1990 and  2010, Bucharest’s popula-
tion decreased by 8.59% and Budapest’s population decreased 
by  14.7%. The populations of Prague and Sofia increased 
by  2.95% and  9.47%, respectively, despite the larger increase 
in their housing stocks. These two different dynamics  –  the 
housing stock and the city’s population  –  spatially disrupted 
the urban fabric of the four cities. In part, these transforma-
tions also resulted from the decreasing size of households in 
these cities (Table 2).

In Bucharest, the average members per census household de-
creased from 2.8 to 2.6 from 1995 to 1999, in Prague from 2.2 
to  2.1 from  1991 to  2011 and in Sofia from  2.5 to  2.2 in 
the same period. Budapest was an exception: the average in-
creased  (from  2.2 to  2.3 between  2006 and  2009, which is 
the only period for which data are available); however, at the 
national level in Hungary that number is stable in the same 
period, at 2.6.

Parallel to these records of decline, the construction activities 
in these cities declined as well, as seen in the building permits 
issued between  2000 and  2010 in the four cities according 
to data from the national statistical offices from these cit-
ies (Table 3). However, there are differences among the build-
ing permits issued for residential and non-residential build-

ings among these cities. For example, in Prague in  2010 the 
building permits for non-residential buildings corresponded 
to  36.9% of the residential ones, and the situation was simi-
lar in Sofia in 2005 and 2010, when the building permits for 
non-residential buildings corresponded to  31.5% and  34.3% 
of the residential building permits. Lower percentages between 
the non-residential and residential building permits are noted 
in Bucharest and in Budapest, resulting in higher numbers of 
residential buildings than non-residential ones, despite the de-
clining demographics during the same period.

In addition to these building initiatives, major spatial restruc-
turing occurred in Bucharest, Budapest, Prague and Sofia. 
This restructuring resulted from the emergence of centralities: 
places of greater economic agglomeration that were different in 
appearance and locality from those built under communism. In 

Table 1: Housing stock per 1,000 inhabitants in Bucharest, Budapest, 
Prague and Sofia.

City 1991 2001 2011

Bucharest n/a 396 411

Budapest 396 466 516

Prague 424 473 n/a

Sofia 409 437 471

Source: Czech Statistical Office in Prague  (1990–2011), Hungarian 
Central Statistical Office in Budapest  (1990–2011), National Statisti-
cal Institute in Sofia (1990–2011) and National Institute of Statistics 
in Bucharest (1990–2011).

Table 2: Average members per census household in Bucharest, Bu-
dapest, Prague and Sofia.

City 1991 2011

Bucharest 2.8 (1995) 2.6 (1999)

Budapest 2.2 (2006) 2.3 (2009)

Prague 2.2 2.1 

Sofia 2.5 2.2

Source: Czech Statistical Office in Prague  (1990–2011), Hungarian 
Central Statistical Office in Budapest  (1990–2011), National Statisti-
cal Institute in Sofia (1990–2011) and National Institute of Statistics 
in Bucharest (1990–2011).

Table 3: Building permits issued in Bucharest, Budapest, Prague and Sofia.

City 2000 2005 2010

Residential Non-residential Residential Non-residential Residential Non-residential

Bucharest n/a n/a 1,254 244 833 136

Budapest 1,737 377 1,377 152 811 84

Prague 7,761 2,383 7,485 1,832 4,819 1,783

Sofia n/a n/a 1,226 387 596 205 

Source: Czech Statistical Office in Prague (1990–2011), Hungarian Central Statistical Office in Budapest (1990–2011), National Statistical Institute 
in Sofia (1990–2011) and National Institute of Statistics in Bucharest (1990–2011).

Table 4. Ratio between population and cars in Bucharest, Budapest, 
Prague and Sofia.

City 1990 2000 2005

Bucharest 8.16* 5.01 4.34

Budapest 4.28 3.20 2.84

Prague 4.14 1.90 1.95

Sofia n/a 2.90 2.00

Note: * Data are available for 1991.

Source: Czech Statistical Office in Prague  (1990–2011), Hungarian 
Central Statistical Office in Budapest  (1990–2011), National Statisti-
cal Institute in Sofia (1990–2011) and National Institute of Statistics 
in Bucharest (1990–2011).

Tracing post-communist urban restructuring: Changing centralities in central and eastern European capitals
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the post-communist context, the new centralities, in the form 
of shopping centres, are guiding the spatial restructuring of the 
urban fabric, dominated by landscapes of consumption (Zukin, 
1991). The changing patterns and localities of centralities are 
a feature of a city in transition  (Garb  &  Dybicz, 2006), and 
the diversity of the consumption patterns is one of the most 
significant characteristics of cities after the collapse of com-
munism  (Sailer-Fliege, 1999; Kreja, 2006). Under such con-
ditions, in post-communist contexts the retail environments 
in cities have changed and the geographical constraints that 
existed during communism were relaxed due to increased ac-
cessibility and mobility (Rosu & Blăgeanu, 2015).

The new retail structures in post-communist cities have differ-
ent spatial arrangements and follow a different location logic, 
appearing in clusters or as isolated entities near metro lines; 
where these were unavailable, new metro stops were planned 
and built. Most post-communist centralities were also posi-
tioned next to highway exits because cars were the best way 
to access them. As a result, the four cities saw a dramatic in-
crease in the number of vehicles after 1989, which at present is 
among the highest in Europe (Table 4). In Bucharest, the ratio 
between the population and cars declined from  8.16 to  4.34 
between  1991 and  2005, and in Budapest from  4.28 to  2.84 
in the same period. In Prague it declined from  4.14 to  1.95 
between 1990 and 2005, and in Sofia from 2.9 to 2.0, resulting 
in pressure on the cities’ infrastructure and frequent traffic con-
gestion. Sofia now has one of the highest shares of cars among 
European capitals, with 546 cars per 1,000 people, compared 
to Vienna  (397 cars per  1,000), London  (331), Berlin  (319) 
and Madrid  (437; Sofia in figures, 2009: 8). The volume of 
cars in Bucharest increased by 71% between 1991 and 2005, 
greatly contributing to pollution in the city; Bucharest is in 
fact the second-most polluted capital in Europe, immediately 
after Sofia (Romania Insider, 2012).

The emergence of centralities in Bucharest, Budapest, Prague 
and Sofia after 1989 illustrates patterns of diverse intensifica-
tion of functions within their urban fabric, and it also shows 
the rise of new centres outside the historical city centre (Fig-
ure  3). The decentralisation of retail activities, also described 
as a “retail revolution”  (Garb  &  Dybicz, 2006), was a salient 
phenomenon of post-communist cities. These peripheral de-
velopments were made possible through increased connectiv-
ity, accessibility and interaction between the outskirts and 
the traditional city centre, blending together or obscuring 
the existing hierarchical levels  (Stefanovska, 2014). The ex-
pansion of the new centralities occurred gradually because in 
the early 1990s small shops emerged, especially in the former 
communist housing estates. Shortly after, large shopping malls 
started to appear in these cities, each new one attempting to 
compete in size with ones previously built, therefore creating 
an exponential growth trend. Budapest and Prague are leading 
this process of de-centering through new shopping centres; 
in Bucharest and in Sofia, the number of shopping centres 
is projected to increase after the economic downturn is over.

Regardless of this intensified development, the architecture of 
post-communist shopping centres, each seeking to be larger 
than the previous, is highly generic. This contrasts with com-
munist architectural precedents in the four cities, which were 
pioneers in construction and maintained some humane aspects 
of shopping. Currently, prefabricated boxes filled with com-
mercial activities are being built rather quickly, not exhibiting 
any contextual understanding or qualities, but solely a com-
mercial grandeur (Figure 4).

Despite these growth trends, recently there have been attempts 
to control the rapid and abundant emergence of new shopping 
centres in Budapest through the Plaza Stop law, a first effort 
towards controlling commercial developments. The Plaza Stop 
law is an alteration of the  1997 General Law on modifying 

a b c d
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Figure 3: Centralities built after 1989 in a) Bucharest, b) Budapest, c) Prague and d) Sofia (illustration: Jasna Mariotti).

Note: All cities are shown at the same scale and their current administrative and planning area is outlined. These drawings also show the 
current metro lines in these cities and centralities in the form of new post-communist shopping centres.
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and protecting the built environment. According to the latest 
changes, it is forbidden to build commercial buildings larger 
than 300 m². Expansions of current commercial buildings are 
also prohibited, but exemptions are possible and personal ap-
proval of the minister of economic affairs is needed in such 
cases. The Plaza Stop law was in effect from January 1st, 2012 
until the end of  2014; the results of such legislative changes 
are yet to be seen.

In parallel with these trends of control over peripheral devel-
opments, there have also recently been attempts to revitalise 
the inner city areas of Bucharest, Budapest, Prague and Sofia. 
Since 2010, in Bucharest there has been an inner city gentri-
fication through the introduction of commercial activities to 
the central city area, which was overlooked in the communist 
period. The Urban Renewal Programme was approved by the 
General Assembly of Budapest in 1997 and aimed at “provid-
ing a means of renovating buildings, infrastructure and public 
space, along with improving the urban fabric”  (Municipality 
of Budapest, 2002: 3). As a result of this programme, Bu-
dapest approved eleven target areas to be considered in the 

programme; the revitalisation centred on the most derelict 
neighbourhoods in the city and specified measures for each 
urban district. In Prague, urban renewal took place through 
regeneration of former industrial sites in the inner city. One 
of those areas, Karlin, was heavily damaged by floods over two 
meters deep in 2002. Although earlier attempts to redevelop it 
started even before the floods, the area emerged as a place for 
investment that accelerated immediately afterwards. Karlin is 
located on the banks of the Vltava River and is a pioneering 
project for regenerating industrial areas through commercial 
and office redevelopment (Sykora, 2007). In Sofia, inner city 
renewal is driven by the largest public intervention in the city, 
the construction of the metro, an idea that started under com-
munism. The full effects of metro construction on the city 
centre are yet to be seen.

3.1 Post-communist urban planning in 
Bucharest, Budapest, Prague and Sofia

After the collapse of communism, the four cities maintained 
their old planning boundaries, with minor changes only in 
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Figure  4: Centralities built after  1989 in a)  Bucharest, Plaza Romania, 2005, b)  Budapest, Arena Plaza, 2007, c)  Prague, Letnany, 1999, and 
d) Sofia, Mall, 2010 (photo: Jasna Mariotti).

Tracing post-communist urban restructuring: Changing centralities in central and eastern European capitals



Urbani izziv, volume 27, no. 1, 2016

120

Bucharest and Sofia in recent years. In Prague, the planning 
and administrative boundary was established in 1974, and in 
Budapest in  1950. Nevertheless the spatial structure of these 
cities changed dramatically because the city was moving from 
being industrial- and production-oriented towards a post-in-
dustrial city, which is service- and commerce-driven. Because 
post-communist urban planning was introduced in these cities, 
its institutional base changed (Maier, 1998). Despite the early 
enactment of planning and building acts in these cities, the 
first master plans were adopted rather late, illustrating the in-
creased bureaucracy of planning processes in post-communist 
contexts. In Prague, the latest plan adopted under communism 
was from 1986. This plan was revised in  1994; however, the 
first new plan after  1989 was adopted in  1999  (Cz. Územní 
Plán hlavního města Prahy). The planning initiatives for a 
new masterplan in Bucharest started in  1994 and the first 
plan after the collapse of the Ceauşescu regime was approved 
in  2000  (Rom. Planul Urbanistic General). In Budapest, the 
first plan after  1989 was adopted in  2005  (Hung. Általános 
rendezési tervének), although the preparatory processes started 
in 1997 and were followed by a public discussion in 1998. A 
decision to produce a new plan for Sofia (Bulg. Obšč ustrojstven 
plan), one to guide the transformation processes after  1989, 
was made in  1990. Nevertheless, the first plan after  1989 in 
Sofia was approved only in  2009. Because these plans were 
adopted rather late, they had to deal with ongoing construc-
tion activities in these cities and privatisation processes at an 
advanced stage. In addition to master plans, which were made 
for the entire urban territory and are in fact land-use plans, 
planning at the local level is also present. These planning initia-
tives were adopted and guided by local government, which was 
given the responsibility to conduct planning and issue building 
permits as part of decentralising the planning processes. Cur-
rently there are differences among the four cities depending on 
the sub-dimensions of decentralisation  (Stefanovska, 2014). 
Nevertheless, post-communist building permits for new cen-
tralities show decentralisation of the governing structure and 
changing competences at different levels of decision-making in 
the cities. In addition, the post-communist decentralisation of 
retail activities ultimately resulted in a different city than the 
one that existed only twenty years earlier, even though twenty 
years is a short period in urban history.

4 Conclusion: The making of a post-
-communist European metropolis

This article examined the urban transformation of post-
communist cities based on the emergence of centralities in 
Bucharest, Budapest, Prague and Sofia, and it highlighted 
the differences and similarities in their location patterns. It 
also shows that there was a proliferation of consumerism and 

powerful reshaping of urban landscapes after the collapse of 
communism, which also symbolised the democratisation of 
the decision-making processes in these cities. These changes 
resulted in an intense flow of people around these newly es-
tablished economies in the four cities. In parallel, the concept 
of the city centre lost its traditional meaning over the years 
and shifted from being a centre of civic and religious activities 
and a place with concentration of political power to a place 
where business is dominant.

Through the decentralisation of post-communist governing 
processes, decision-making in the four cities was transferred 
to local government. Transformation of the retail structure 
in these cities was no longer part of planning at a city level, 
but devolved to local government, creating a complex model 
of interplay between urban planning and politics at different 
levels of decision-making.

The similarities among these cities after the fall of communism 
are shown by the proliferation of new retail structures built 
in only twenty years, which were numerous and generic in 
their appearance. The differences among them are shown by 
the retail units’ growth dynamics and intensity. More impor-
tantly, the dispersion patterns are not the same in these cit-
ies; the pattern of peripheral dispersion in Budapest is more 
evident than that in Prague, and in Bucharest it is closely tied 
to the metro system. In Sofia, the dispersion model follows 
the east-west city axis. These differences result from different 
cultural identities, but more importantly from the decentrali-
sation characteristics and governing differences in these cities 
after communism, which argues for a contextual approach to 
studying this topic.

The newly emerged centralities are fundamental for under-
standing the spatial restructuring of cities after communism. 
The different models of growth dynamics and dispersion pat-
terns of centralities emerged in just over twenty years; they 
were limited and localised under communism, and dispersed 
and augmented after communism. After  1989, the shift of 
centralities towards the peripheries of Bucharest, Budapest, 
Prague and Sofia contributed to a rediscovery and formation of 
a polycentric city model, releasing the pressure of development 
in historic city centres and providing more equal distribution 
of resources. The extension of public transport networks and 
increased mobility facilitated these dispersion patterns, opti-
mising building activities and adding diverse urban functions 
throughout these resilient post-communist cities.

The changing patterns of centralities and the emergence of 
new spaces for consumerism are the most obvious signs of the 
move towards capitalism, a liberalised market, new politics and 
global trends in the urban transformations after communism. 

J. MARIOTTI, J. KOŽELJ



Urbani izziv, volume 27, no. 1, 2016

121

The newly emerged centralities in the four cities are their 
new social spaces, enlivened with an array of social activities, 
contributing to the cities’ urban restructuring. Although the 
locations of the newly emerged centralities are peripheral, they 
generate intense development in their surroundings and cre-
ate a secondary vitality that produces a metropolitan lifestyle. 
Although they remain within the same city boundaries, these 
conditions are a fundamental driver for spatially restructuring 
monocentric communist cities into polycentric post-commu-
nist metropolises.
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